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Any language itself is a complex structure, therefore acquisition of any 
language is highly complex. The fact remains that studying the acquisition process is 
a relatively complex field. No single process has been proven to account for all of 
second language acquisition. Ellis' (1985) statement that "second language 
acquisition is the product of many factors pertaining to the learner on the one hand 
and the learning situation on the other" (p. 4) explicitly explains the complexity of 
the acquisition process. The interaction of different learners, different learning 
styles, and different ways of learning brings about this complexity and diversity as 
well. Understanding this, researchers attempt to follow an inductive procedure to 
arrive at general principles. That is, researchers reasoning from findings of previous 
studies try to identify some aspects of the acquisition process that are common to 
larger groups of learners. In this respect the interim stages a learner goes through in 
his interlanguage continuum are of crucial importance in second language acquisition 
research.
This study is concerned with the interim stages of learners in the 
interlanguage continuum in terms of tense acquisition. In this study American native 
speakers and Turkish learners of English as a Foreign Language are compared in 
terms of their abilities to match particular temporal and aspectual references with 
particular English tenses. The baseline for comparing Turkish nonnative speakers 
with native speakers is native speakers' responses rather than the knowledge given in 
English grammar books. The aim of this study was to find out whether Turkish 
learners from three different language experience levels demonstrate a development 
in approximating the native speaker responses in accord with their language 
experience level.
In this study the participants were 13 American native speakers and 83 
Turkish learners of English from three different levels of language experience. The 
source of data was a questionnaire in which the participants were asked to match 
particular English temporal and aspectual references with particular English 
sentences.
The data analysis in this study involved two steps. First, the statistical 
analysis of differences between American native speakers and the Turkish speaker 
groups was performed using a one way analysis of variance (ANOVA). In order to 
explain the patterns of variation, which remain obscure in the results of analysis of 
variance (ANOVA), the data was analyzed by means of percentages in the second 
step of the analysis.
The results of the study suggest variability in the progression of learning 
English tenses on the part of students' having different language learning 
experiences. Yet, the findings of the study are subject to potential limitations. For
this reason, the findings of the study cannot be considered as a strong evidence for 
idiosyncrasy because it does not disprove a stable order.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Background of the Study
Research in the field of second language acquisition initially attempted to 
describe the nature of language acquisition process (Larsen-Freeman, 1991). The 
recognition of the complexity of any language and in relation to that, the complexity 
of the acquisition process have diverted the scope of second language research from 
being descriptive to explaining how acquisition occurs. Therefore current research in 
second language acquisition draws heavily on explaining the nature of language 
acquisition. This new thrust led researchers to narrow their perspectives to more 
specific aspects of the acquisition process.
The acquisition of the grammar, which is only one of the aspects of second 
language research, is nonetheless, at the heart of language acquisition research. The 
last two decades have witnessed the advent of new methodological approaches, 
which have posited various claims about facilitating grammar acquisition in second 
or foreign language learners. For example, the form-focused approach favors 
activities that lead learners to think about the form rather than the content of their 
output such as gap-filling exercises involving grammatical items. In opposition to 
this some advocate a message-focused approach which argues that learners should be 
encouraged to concentrate on the content of the message being conveyed rather than 
its form. This approach favors activities such as information/gap activities where 
emphasis is on getting a message across rather than on formal correctness. On the 
other hand there are also some suggestions for integrating those to promote learning 
for example by means of activities which learners do interactively. (For a review see
Ellis, 1995, Fotos 8c Ellis, 1991, Nassaji, 1999) Up to now many facets of grammar 
instruction and the acquisition of grammatical features have been major concerns of 
research studies. Different than these studies, this study focuses on the interlanguage 
acquisition of particular grammatical features, namely English tense and aspect. This 
study resulted from my interest in the discrepancies between what the learner is 
exposed to in terms of instruction and how much of this exposure is acquired by the 
learner.
Presenting a particular grammatical construction to a learner in the classroom 
does not necessarily result in acquisition of that construction by the learner. Corder 
(1981) explains this issue as the distinction between "input" and "intake." Corder 
describes input as the "external syllabus," and intake as the "internal syllabus." 
Language learning occurs when the external and internal syllabi match. Selinker 
(1972) calls the process of learning a foreign or second language as a continuum of 
"interlanguage" composed of interim stages. During this interlanguage state learners 
process the target language forms. There is evidence from previous research that 
learners follow a universal sequence in acquiring target language forms during the 
continuum of interlanguage (Dulay & Burt, 1974, Bailey, Madden, & Krashen,
1974). On the other hand, Ellis (1985) states,"... the universality of the 
interlanguage continuum should be tempered by the recognition that there are 
differences traceable to both the learner's LI and also to individual preferences" (p. 
63). This is evidence that the phenomenon of the universality or variability in the 
order of acquisition are complements of each other in explaining complex bits of the 
language acquisition process.
Although the Turkish and English tense systems have some common features 
there is not a one-to-one correspondence. Therefore, a good grasp of the form, 
meaning, and discourse function of English tenses is often difficult for Turkish 
learners (Mergen, 1999, Şahin, 1993). Some problematic English tenses, such as the 
perfect tenses, might create difficulties even for native speakers to acquire and use 
them appropriately in discourse (Mergen, 1999, Şahin, 1993). Therefore, it is not 
surprising that learners of English are very likely to have difficulty in learning 
English tenses during their interlanguage state.
Formal instruction enables learners to enhance their knowledge about the 
target language (Ellis, 1985, p. 224). Nonetheless, attaining knowledge about a 
target language and applying that knowledge into appropriate usage is a complex and 
gradual process. In English as a foreign language teaching programs in Turkey, 
learners are given intensive grammar instruction over a certain period of time, 
generally for one academic year. As language learning is a complex process, 
learners of English cannot arrive at an optimum semantic and pragmatic knowledge 
and control over all grammatical constructions by the end of this limited formal 
instruction period. Therefore, learners need more experience to manipulate the 
information presented in the target language either in formal or informal settings in 
order to attain an optimum grasp of mechanics and usage of the grammatical 
constructions. Therefore, language learning experience can be an important variable 
in determining how students approach learning different tenses in English.
Statement o f  the Problem
In this study I am concerned with the interim stages of learners in the 
interlanguage continuum in terms of tense acquisition through an investigation of the 
ability of foreign language learners at different levels of language experience. In this 
study language experience is defined as the duration of formal English language 
training and studying in English. More specifically, the major aim of this study is to 
find out the abilities of Turkish nonnative speakers of English with different levels of 
language experience to show native-like ability in labeling tense and aspect. 
Therefore this study essentially focuses on the Turkish normative speakers' 
developmental stages in the learning and using processes. The baseline for 
comparing Turkish normative speakers with native speakers is native speakers' 
responses rather than the knowledge presented in English grammar books. Native 
speaker responses were considered as the criteria because of the importance of 
"authenticity" in English language teaching (Van Lier, 1996 & Brown, 1995).
Purpose o f  the study
Research Question
In the process of learning a second language, learners go through several 
stages which generally follow a natural sequence. However, it is essential to point 
out here that there might be variation in this natural sequence due to several reasons, 
such as individual differences, acquisition environment, and the quality of teaching. 
Departing from this point, this study aims to investigate the following research 
question:
Which tenses do students demonstrate native-like knowledge at which levels 
of language experience?
This question will be examined by testing the folowing two hypotheses:
1. The least experienced learners of English can name fewer temporal and aspectual 
references for each tense than other levels of learners by means of temporal and 
aspectual references. In other words, as Turkish learners of English gain more 
experiencewith English, their choice of temporal and aspectual references for 
each tense will be more like native speakers of English.
2. As students gain more language experience, their knowledge of functions more 
nearly approximate native speaker choices. That is, they become more native­
like.
Significance of the Study
The lack of attention given to the discrepancies between what is given as 
input to learners by teachers and what becomes intake in learners at different levels 
of language experience have raised my interest about which tenses learners most 
nearly approximate native speaker ability to label tenses in terms temporal and 
aspectual references. This issue is of my deep interest which results from my 
personal experience as an English as a Foreign Language teacher and my personal 
experience as a nonnative speaker of English language. Therefore, the findings of 
this study will contribute to the field in terms of pedagogical implications.
CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Introduction
The focus of this study is on the stages of the interlanguage aequisition of 
tense and aspeet. In order to determine Turkish learners' semantie and pragmatic 
knowledge in terms of labeling tense and aspect, Turkish learners of English and 
Ameriean native speakers' abilities to match particular English time references with 
English tenses were eompared. This ehapter first discusses definitions of tense and 
aspect, then focuses on the phenomenon of interlanguage. Discussions about the 
interplay of two opposing faeets of research into second language acquisition realm: 
universality versus variability during the interlanguage continuum, are followed by 
previous researeh findings on the aequisition of tense and aspeet in English.
Time, Tense, and Aspect
As the focus of the study is related to normative speakers' developmental 
stages, with a foeus on tense and aspeet, to start with, I should like to briefly diseuss 
the requisite terms time, tense, and aspect in order to better elarify the aim of this 
study. Time is a universal coneept; however, "in diseourse the eoneeptual notions 
related to time may be eonveyed by lexical, grammatical, organizational, or implicit 
referential properties" (Hinkel, 1995, p. 290) and hence be eoneeived differently. As 
a result it can be eoncluded that time, tense, and aspect are notions that are closely 
boimd together. Moreover, they caimot be eonsidered separately (Quirk & 
Greenbaum, 1973, p. 40). Languages with developed verbal morphology utilize 
tense and aspect to refer to time. Tense is a verb form which is usually marked
explicitly with linguistic devices such as inflections and auxiliaries which in turn 
intrinsically comprise the time and aspect of that verb. This organic link between 
time, tense, and aspect goes beyond being merely language-specific, and even more, 
it is context-specific. As a result, exploring an issue related to time, tense, and aspect 
requires special attention to the link between the trio and the underpinnings of that 
link such as lexical, grammatical, or organizational cues because this is a much larger 
issue than it appears to be. This is why assessing this sort of knowledge, either 
native speakers' or nonnative speakers', is very difficult. In this study tense and 
aspect refer to the forms that the verbs take while time refers to the conceptual 
meanings of particular forms of verbs.
Time and Cultural Relativity
Time is a universal and nonlinguistic concept (Quirk & Greenbaum, 1973, p. 
40). Languages tend to specify this universal concept in line with their conceptual, 
perceptual and cultural divisions. According to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis different 
cultures perceive the world differently because the linguistic categories employed for 
segments of reality are different (Johnson & Johnson, 1998). It is worthy of remark 
here that the approach of the present study to the phenomena of time does not take 
the position that "Language determines thought." Rather, the standpoint of this study 
is that language is a reflection of experiences of a speech community in different 
cultural environments and "the human manipulates the language" to formulate his 
concepts and perceptions (Yule, 1985, p. 198). Following the same logic, Hinkel 
(1992) states that every speech community differs in terms of its concepts associated 
with time. For example, the boundary of a day or a year may show variations all
around the world. A new day starts at midnight according to many Western cultures. 
However sunrise is agreed upon by Japanese as the beginning of a new day while the 
developmental stages of plants is the only way of referring to time for one of the 
African farmer tribes. Languages with developed morphological systems either 
utilize tense or aspect or both to refer to those divisions. In this sense time 
specifications and time references are language-specific. Hence, we can expect 
learners to have difficulty grasping the meaning, function and use of tense and aspect 
markings in the target language. Drawing from the results of a cross-sectional study, 
Hinkel (1992) reports that because Spanish and Arabic have developed 
morphological tenses the speakers of Spanish and Arabic are more successful in 
labeling the appropriate English time references to describe the meanings of English 
tenses than the speakers of tenseless languages. Learners have to establish an 
entirely new hypothesis for formulating the form-meaning association of a particular 
tense in the target language. The emergence of a good grasp of function and use of 
tenses requires more detailed linguistic knowledge such as the similar and distinctive 
features of tenses (Bardovi-Harlig, 1997). Hence, we can expect Turkish learners of 
English to have two sorts of problems with regard to learning English tense and 
aspect and their relation to time. The first is the possible disparity between English 
and Turkish time concepts (Mergen, 1999, Şahin, 1993). The second is the mapping 
of these time concepts onto different morphological and lexical structures (Mergen, 
1999, Şahin, 1993). This study does not attempt to deal with the disparities or 
interference caused by the different time conceptualizations embedded in Turkish 
and English, nor to explore the mapping process. These are variables beyond the 
scope of this study.
Tense and Aspect
Tense refers to verb inflections or auxiliary verbs which provide temporal link 
between the time of the event and the utterance itself and thus locate the event in 
time (Quirk &, Greenbaum, 1973, p. 40). Therefore, tense is a temporal deictic 
category (Richards, 1981, Shirai Sc Andersen, 1995). Aspect is marked by verb 
inflections or auxiliaries so to provide additional information for events with regard 
to "the manner in which the verbal action is experienced or regarded" (Quirk & 
Greenbaum, 1973, p. 40). It is necessary to point out that there is a disagreement 
about the definition of tenses. In an attempt to describe aspect Richards (1979) 
claims that the difference between "He moved the chair: He has moved the chair" is 
not a difference of tense (p. 496). In opposition to this most pedagogical grammars 
label the first sentence as simple past tense and the second as present perfect tense 
(Azar, 1981, and Celcia-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1983). Richards' point in saying 
this is to point out that the grammatical markings on the verbs may be different but, 
in effect, the location of the events may be the same. For Richards, tense equals 
time, but for grammar texts tense equals morphology. Since there is such a 
disagreement over how to define tense and time, doing a research on tense is a very 
delicate issue. However, in this study I want to see whether there is a significant 
difference between native speakers' and Turkish nonnative speakers' abilities to 
match English time references with English tenses. Although there are controversies 
in the definitions of tense, researchers generally use the same labels although they 
may disagree on defining tense and time. That is, this study is rather related with the 
nominal dimension of tense. The scope of this study is demarcated to investigate
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merely the comparison between American native speakers' and Turkish normative 
speakers' abilities to label tenses in terms of temporal and aspectual references.
Interlanguage
As the focus of the study is related to nonnative speakers' developmental 
stages with focus on tense and aspect, it is crucial to consider "the language a 
normative speaker produces," (Gass & Selinker, 1994, p. 333) namely 
"interlanguage." Investigating the interlanguages of learners helps us to know more 
about learners' developmental stages because interlanguage is "the type of language 
produced by second and foreign language learners who are in the process of 
learning" (Richards et. al. 1992, p. 186). Expanding the definition Schumarm (1974) 
briefly paraphrases Selinker's earlier definition as:
Selinker (1972) suggests that when a learner attempts to speak a 
second language, the utterances which will be produced will not be identical 
with those produced by native speakers of that language nor will they be 
exact translations fi’om the learner’s native language. Rather, a new, separate 
language system will develop, a system of interlingual forms, (p. 421) 
Implicit in these definitions is the notion that second language learners’ 
interlanguages constantly change (Ellis, 1985). Learners go through certain interim 
stages in the interlanguage continuum. That is, interlanguage is a dynamic process 
(Larsen-Freeman, 1991).
Order of Acquisition
In the interlanguage literature, we find two opposing views about the nature 
of the stages along the interlanguage continuum. Some inter language studies 
contend that learners go through developmental stages which are in a stable order 
while others contend that learners perform individual differences in accord with their 
learning contexts and conditions (see the discussions in Ellis, 1985, and Larsen- 
Freeman & Long, 1991 for a good summary of these two points).
Il
Stable order.
Interlanguage studies that reveal a natural sequence in language acquisition 
process are generally based on Krashen’s (1985) Input Hypothesis model of SLA. 
The Input hypothesis model is made up of five hypotheses, one of which is called the 
Natural Order Hypothesis. This hypothesis states that "language learners acquire 
properties of a second language in a predictable order, going through a series of 
common transitional stages in moving towards target language forms." (Krashen as 
cited in Johnson & Johnson, 1998, p. 227). Schumann (1974) reports some research 
findings supporting the acquisition of certain structures in a universal order such as 
Hakuta’s longitudinal case study which shows that his participant follows a 
"simplicity rule" during the acquisition of certain grammatical morphemes, and 
Dulay and Burt’s cross-sectional study of 11 English morphemes which concludes 
that "children exposed to natural second language speech acquire certain structures 
in a universal order." (as cited in Schumann, 1974, p. 419-420). In another study, by 
Krashen, Sferlazza, Feldman, and Fathman (as cited in Krashen, 1988, p. 553), adult 
learners of English were found to follow a difficulty order in acquiring a second
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language. It is also stated that the adult aequisition order is similar to child second 
language acquisition order. Moreover, Krashen (1988) analyzed a large number of 
studies in which emergence of grammatical morphemes were traced. Krashen 
compiled both synchronic and diachronic studies, both case and group studies, of 
child first language acquisition, child second language acquisition, delayed first 
language acquisition and adult second language acquisition. The data revealed a 
considerable amoxmt of uniformity across all the studies. Speaking of the results 
Krashen states that "Admittedly, it is not a rigidly invariant order. . . .  It is also far 
from random, however" (p. 60). Based on these findings Krashen proposes a natural 
order for second language acquisition:
Ing, plural, copula
Auxiliary, article
Irregular past
Regular past, 3*^  ^singular, possessive
Figure 1. Krashen's "natural order" for second language acquisition
This figure is interpreted as progressive -ing inflection is acquired before 
auxiliary which is followed by the acquisition of past irregular forms, and then 
regular past, third person singular -s inflection, respectively.
The methodologies and the findings of these studies have been subject to 
some critiques, (for a brief review see Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991 and also Long
& Sato, 1984) However, Larsen-Freeman & Long (1991) justify the contributions of 
these studies as:
In sum, despite admitted limitations in some areas, the morpheme studies 
provide strong evidence that interlanguages exhibit common 
accuracy/acquisition orders. Contrary to what some critiques have alleged, 
there are in our view too many studies conducted with sufficient 
methodological rigour and showing sufficiently consistent general findings 
for the commonalities to be ignored, (p. 92)
13
Variable order.
Krashen (1988) points out that" the observed morpheme order is the result of 
the interplay of the underlying process of acquisition, and they only show the 
product, the siurface order of acquisition. They do not directly reveal the pathway the 
acquirer took in arriving there" (p. 61). This is the departure point of the second 
view which argues that developmental stages of language learners demonstrate 
idiosyncratic rates and routes. Selinker (1972, 1992) argues that the path an 
individual learner goes through in the interlanguage continuum can not be predicted 
even if the "surface order of acquisition" (Krashen, 1988) displays uniformity to a 
considerable extent. Selinker (1972), who takes the variability viewpoint, questions 
the variant order of acquisition of learners with the same language backgrounds 
under the same conditions. Here the advocates of innate language acquisition device 
would assume that those learners would follow the same pattern of acquisition. 
However, learners do not always demonstrate performances in the target language in 
a predictable way (Selinker, 1972,1992). Rather, they show idiosyncratic rates and
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routes. Andersen (1991) accedes to natural acquisition order of verbal morphology 
proposed by Krashen (1988). Nonetheless, Andersen (1991) asks for an explanation 
of the idiosyncratic traits of development of past morphology until a learner reaches 
a usual criterion in occasions where language is used for communication (p. 306). A 
cross-sectional work on acquisition of morphemes by Larsen-Freeman (1978) 
revealed individual variability among adult learners of English as a second language.
These findings give way to the fact that the emergent variability could be a 
result of some other factors; not solely a product of an innate acquisition device. In 
an attempt to explain variability Selinker (1972) discusses some examples of 
instances of the general cognitive processes which are said to be most applicable to 
the language acquisition process. Within interlanguage theory Selinker (1972) 
proposes that there are many cognitive processes responsible for second language 
acquisition five of which are most important. These are:
1) First language transfer
2) Overgeneralization of second language rules
3) Transfer of training (instruction creates language rules)
4) Strategies of second language learning (the interaction between the learner and 
the text to be learned)
5) Communication strategies (ways the learner communicates)
Brown (1987) interprets the impact of cognitive processes on language acquisition as 
cognitive variations. Brown says that cognitive variations are "intraindividual," that 
is individual learners vary in their language learning processes, and in their learning 
styles and strategies (p. 79). When different contexts of learning, different learning 
styles, and strategies of individuals are taken into account as the operative
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components of the language learning process, there remains an open question of 
which of the subprocesses specific for language learning is operative at any given 
time.
Ellis (1992) reports the two separate utterances of an 11-year-old Portuguese 
learner of English. While playing a card game the boy uses "No look my card" and 
"Don't look my card" variably. This evidence suggests that learners go through 
phases of variability. As for this specific example, it is quite hard to predict the 
systematicity and the rationale behind this variation or the major factors that are 
operative in this specific context. The conclusion we can derive out of Selinker’s 
principles is that since cognitive processes are still in the "dark," researchers cannot 
get adequate data about their interface with the language acquisition process. In an 
experimental study in a laboratory, the variables interfering in the learning context, 
learning process, and the learners can be controlled to a certain extent so as to reveal 
more precise and clear results. Nonetheless, the factors mentioned above cannot be 
controlled at all due to the limited and inadequate knowledge of researchers about the 
mental processes and cognitive fields of mind. No matter how much control is 
rendered it is not known which of the cognitive processes is/are operating at any 
given time or what the balance is among them.
Dulay & Burt (1974) found a natural order of acquisition of eleven 
morphemes across child English language learners. The data was elicited through 
the production of these morphemes in obligatory contexts. Following the same 
procedure, Bailey, Madden, & Krashen (1974) found the same order of acquisition of 
morphemes by adults. On the other hand Larsen-Freeman (1978) found individual 
variability across learners according to whether the task was speaking, listening.
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reading, or writing. In this study Larsen-Freeman's aim was to see whether a 
different data collection procedure would elicit different findings. The contradictory 
results of these studies are evidence that show that it is impossible to distinguish 
which cognitive processes the researchers tapped into in each of these studies. This 
is still the operational basis for the recent studies about acquisition orders.
Therefore, recognizing all the variables and levels of language learning, this 
discussion concludes that in any particular language acquisition situation, at any 
given point along the interlanguage continuum, even if the acquisition is staged in a 
natural order, the acquisition process might appear to be idiosyncratic because of the 
complexity of the process. That is, if we had more sophisticated equipment, 
techniques and research methodologies we could discern the patterns of acquisition 
process. Furthermore, we should never lose sight of what Butterworth (1980) points 
out:
Manipulating the stimuli and available responses is not the same as 
manipulating the person; even imder tightly controlled conditions subjects 
can and will develop a strategy for dealing with the task, and not necessarily 
the strategy the experimenter intended, (p. 4)
Given that there are a lot of studies supporting either of the camps, the most 
legitimate interpretation of these findings might be to regard an individual learner's 
developmental stages as idiosyncratic imtil a natural rate and route of acquisition is 
shown to exist (Corder, 1981, p. 21).
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Discoursal and contextual constraints.
Other than the impact of cognitive processes specific to language acquisition 
the nature of language acquisition is also determined by the context that the learner 
operates in (Tarone & Liu, 1995); (see also Hudson, 1996 and McKay & Homberger, 
1996). Therefore, research into language acquisition should explore the effect of 
social context on language acquisition and use. As discussed above, the language 
learning process refers to the dynamic acquisition of linguistic knowledge involving 
learners' cognitive and communicative abilities and strategies. The primary target of 
foreign or second language learners is to be intelligible in the target language. To 
this end, learners aim to attain a good knowledge and control of communicative 
knowledge which is inherent in the language acquisition process. Individual 
speakers of a language, either native or nonnative, vary in their knowledge and 
control aspects of communicative competence such as grammatical, sociolinguistic, 
discourse and strategic competences (Shaw, 1992, p. 11). On account of the 
phenomenon of communicative competence I believe that the social dimension of 
language is a very important aspect of second language acquisition. There are a 
number of research studies that agree that the one of the main purposes of language 
is social interaction (Halliday, 1985, Kramsch, 1993, and Tarone & Liu, 1995). 
Language and social interaction are closely bound together and taking only language 
into consideration for the sake of research is not appropriate. Celce-Murcia (1991) 
discusses the nonautonomy of grammar with regard to Canale and Swain's model of 
communicative competence, arguing that communicative competence is the 
emergent interplay of grammatical competence, sociolinguistic competence, 
discourse competence, and strategic competence (see Bardovi-Harlig, 1999a, Shaw,
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1992, Tarone & Liu, 1995). Vygotsky also argues that the acquisition of language is 
dependent on internalizing the use of language in social interaction with respect to 
cognitive and conceptual development (Lantolf & Appel, 1994). In support of 
Vygotsky, Schegloflf, Ochs & Thompson (1996) state that "Grammars are abstract 
mental structures that organize linguistic elements within utterances that in turn 
comprise social interaction" (p. 34). Clark & Clark (1977) state that "language 
makes sense in context." (p. 488). A given context calls for different ways of 
responding to it. The identity of a learner interacts with the language he is exposed 
to. As a consequence, the acquisition process and the use of language are modified 
and determined with regard to the individual learner and the context in which the 
learner operates (Bybee, 1991, p. 71). Given that social interaction is dependent on 
the personality, the context, and the operation of cognitive processes, any given 
instance of language use will look very different from any other instance of language 
use. Recognizing the internal innate factors such as personality and cognitive 
processing and the external contextual forces, any interactive situation will be 
unpredictable. Lack o f predictability is due to these major internal and external 
factors which have multitude of subvariables (Tarone & Lui, 1995).
Larsen-Freeman (1991) briefly summarizes how researchers arrived at the 
realization of the role of pragmatics in language acquisition over time. Researchers 
attempted to analyze performances of second language learners first by contrastive 
analysis. When it was recognized that contrastive analysis alone was an incomplete 
perspective, error analysis took its place. Performance analysis of learners in order 
to identify the common developmental sequences of learners led the researchers to 
arrive at the interlanguage hypothesis, which considers interlanguage as a system
independent of the target language. Expanding their focus on performances of 
learners researchers began to apply discourse analysis. This movement can be 
recognized as the realization of the importance of language in context. At this time it 
was recognized that what individuals know about language is different from what 
they do with language. This was the advent of a new approach to language, namely 
pragmatics. Pragmatics brought a new perspective to the language acquisition 
process. Pragmatics is the study of meaning in context considering the 
"appropriateness, both with regard to what is said in a particular context and how it is 
said" (Ellis, 1994, p. 23). It is apparent that learners' acquisition of grammatical 
constructions at lower levels of performance, such as phoneme, morpheme and 
syntax can be identified through longitudinal studies relatively easy. However at 
higher levels of performance such as discourse, identifying acquisition stages appears 
to be relatively more complex. When meaning in context was investigated, the 
results showed variability across individuals, moreover, there were regional, social, 
and temporal variations. (Holmes, 1992, Hudson, 1996) For this reason it is 
inevitable to concur with Corder (1981) "every sentence is to be considered 
idiosyncratic until shown to be otherwise" (p. 21). The main contribution of 
pragmatics to the field o f SLA is first of all its redirecting of our attention to learner 
and context. Teaching and acquiring pragmatic knowledge is very hard because 
pragmatic knowledge is very likely to vary regionally, socially, and temporally. 
LoCastro's (1997) study in which the Japanese first-year students' ability to transfer 
instructed linguistic behavior from a skills-training class to a skills-using class was 
examined provided evidence that the pedagogical intervention had little effect on the 
development of pragmatic competence. As for the conclusions drawn from the
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study, LoCastro (1997) reports that the development of pragmatic competence is 
contingent on the intervention of factors such as values and beliefs, language 
proficiency, social norms and practices, language learning environments and the 
mother tongue "all of which interact with and constrain each other" (p. 97). 
LoCastro's (1997) remarks support the evidence that there is variability among 
learners despite the concept of innate language sequencing. Especially in foreign 
language contexts formal instruction alone is not adequate to evoke pragmatic 
competence in learners. Full native competence requires experience of language 
rather than instruction. Discrete skill classes will enable students to acquire diverse 
pragmatic insights of English. The conditions of language learning context and the 
conditions and the individual features of the learner determine the rate and route of 
the language acquisition process. Due to the intervention of numerous subfactors 
embraced by the language learning context and the individual learner, it is less likely 
to involve large groups of learners under a common domain in terms of common 
developmental stages in language acquisition process.
The Acquisition of Tense and Aspect
Grammatical constructions are not just forms. They do not exist for own sake 
but they have functions as well. Acquisition of grammatical constructions requires 
more than labeling the constructions and learning how to form them. Gaining an 
active command of the concepts of grammar must also include knowledge of 
meaning and function. A nonnative speaker with a good command of English 
language is expected to know what grammatical structures mean and when and how 
to use them appropriately. An integration of Corder's (1967) distinction between
input and intake and Ellis' (1993) distinction between conscious understanding and 
learning helps us understand the sequences of learning processes a learner goes 
through while learning a particular construction. Corder (1967) defines input as what 
the learner is exposed to, and intake as what the learner internalizes. On the other 
hand, Ellis (1993) also points to another distinction: conscious understanding and 
learning.
According to Corder the first step of learning process is input. The learner is 
introduced to the new structure. The second step is what Ellis (1993) calls 
"conscious understanding," that is, the learner has not yet developed the competence 
for producing the given structure, but has solely comprehended the fi’amework of the 
structure. The next step is learning. At this stage the learner, either consciously or 
unconsciously, is capable of using the correct form of the structure in production 
activities. These three steps prepare the learner to make the new structure, as Corder 
(1981, p. 8) says, "go in." If adequate and appropriate consolidation occurs, learning 
will result in the last step, namely intake. At this stage the learner will not only 
internalize the structure but also will develop a competence to produce similar 
structures.
Nonetheless, being able to produce similar structures does not imply that the 
learner has acquired the ability to use the structure as well as a native speaker. 
Therefore, so as to approximate a native speaker the learner at this stage has to be 
provided with possible pragmatic knowledge, in other words diverse contextual 
meanings, related to the given structure. Accordingly, the major aim of grammar 
instruction should be to promote learners' declarative knowledge of grammar by 
means of applying grammatical knowledge directly to meaningful and appropriate
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usage so as to arrive at a good grasp of procedural knowledge about the grammatical 
constructions. Teaching in chunks is the traditional method of teaching grammar. 
However, language is a unified whole and language learning is a dynamic process. 
Learners go through certain interim stages in interlanguage continuum during which 
they acquire grammatical structures which are, in effect, interdependent. In support 
of this Larsen-Freeman (1995) says tha t" the acquisition of structures is 
interdependent and not a matter of aggregation" (p. 134). Lightbown & Spada 
(1999) state that "language development is not just adding rule after rule, but 
integrating new rules into an existing system of rules, readjusting and reconstructing 
until all the pieces fit" (p. 166). The acquisition of a grammatical structure in the 
target language is the product of a cyclical teaching and practicing processes because 
of the organic nature of the language. A structure is taught and retaught in several 
different contexts so as to lead learners first to formulate and then revise their 
hypotheses about the target language system (Ellis, 1985, p. 50).
Bardovi-Harlig (1997) traced the emergence of present perfect in 16 adult 
ESL learners. It was concluded that the acquisition of a new grammatical form, in 
this case verbal inflection pertaining to the tense and aspect system, entails a 
systemic transformation. As a new element enters the system, the learner revises the 
hypotheses about the existing ones, thus establishes new form-meaning associations 
with the formal and semantic neighbors. Furthermore, Ellis (1985) remarks that 
"[T]he natural route does not manifest itself in a series of clearly delineated stages. 
Rather each stage overlaps with the one that precedes and follows it" (p. 75). This is 
why the process of foreign or second language acquisition is not easily explicable.
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Previous Studies
A series o f investigations carried out in the 70's into the acquisition of 
grammatical morphemes in English are known as morpheme order studies (e.g. 
Dulay & Burt 1973, 1974; Bailey, Madden, & Krashen, 1974). Generally these 
studies focused on the acquisition of verbal morphology. Critiques to morpheme 
order studies led researchers to consider and thus investigate the acquisition of the 
form and meaning of a grammatical construction separately. Dittmar drew attention 
to the fact that the acquisition of the form of a morpheme, in this case tense and 
aspect, and its meaning are not "indissolubly wedded;... until they reach 80% or 
90% appropriate use"(as cited in Bardovi-Harlig, 1999b, p. 343). Dittmar's remark 
accounts for classifying studies on the acquisition of tense and aspect with regard to 
the foci of attention as form-oriented studies and meaning-oriented studies. The 
findings of the subsequent studies prove the necessity, and validity as well, of 
Dittmar's remark about this distinction. In an attempt to determine the relationship 
between form and meaning of grammatical constructions, Bardovi-Harlig (1992) 
investigated the interlanguage tense and aspect systems of adult learners of English 
as a second language. The findings showed high accuracy in constructing 
grammatical forms but low appropriate use of these forms. In general these studies 
suggest that learners acquire the form first and then they attain a grasp of the use of 
that form (Bardovi-Harlig, 1992, BClein, 1993).
Form-oriented studies.
Form-oriented studies are concerned with the morphology of temporal 
expressions (Bardovi-Harlig, 1999b, p. 353). Form-oriented studies investigate the
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influence of lexical aspect and discoursal principles on the use of particular verbal 
morphology. Andersen (1991) states that "inflections are more naturally attached to 
a lexical item if the meaning of the inflection has direct relevance to the meaning of 
the lexical item" (p. 318). As the nature of the activity denotes a completive sense 
learners show highly appropriate use of simple past tense with event verbs (e.g. 
arrive, build a house) even in the lowest levels of language experience, (see 
Bardovi-Harlig & Reynolds, 1995, Riddle, 1986) Andersen's observation merges the 
role of lexical aspect in acquiring tense and aspect. Bardovi-Harlig & Reynolds 
(1995) describe lexical aspect as "the inherent temporal makeup of verbs and 
predicatives" (p.l07). Andersen & Shirai (1995) refer to lexical aspect as the 
intrinsic characteristics of lexical items. The Vendler framework is the most widely 
known classification of verbs to distinguish their inherent characteristics. The 
Vendler framework categorizes verbs into four lexical aspectual classes based on 
their temporal properties such as state verbs, activity verbs, accomplishments, and 
achievement verbs. These four categories are characterized based on their semantic 
features: telic, punctual, and dynamic.
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Lexical Aspectual categories
States Activities Accomplishments Achievements
Punctual - - - +
Telic - - +
Dynamic - -h +
Figure 2. Vendler's framework for semantic features of aspectual classes. From 
Andersen, (1991).
In this figure state verbs "persist over time without change" (e.g. seem, hate, 
love), activity verbs "have inherent duration in that they involve a span of time" (e.g. 
sleep, eat, run) (Bardovi-Harlig & Reynolds, 1995, p.l09), accomplishment verbs 
"have some duration but have a single clear inherent endpoint" (e.g. build a house, 
make a cake), achievement verbs "take place instantaneously, and are reducible to a 
single point in time" (e.g. arrive, attain, die) (Andersen & Shirai, 1995, p. 744). The 
semantic feature telic "denotes having an inherent endpoint," punctual "having no 
duration," dynamic "denotes that energy is required for the situation to exist or 
continue" (Andersen & Shirai, 1995, p. 744). The Vendler framework clearly and 
briefly demonstrates that state verbs have none of these semantic features. Activity 
verbs are dynamic, but atelic and nonpunctual. Accomplishment verbs are both telic 
and dynamic but nonpunctual. Finally, achievement verbs are punctual, telic, and 
dynamic.
Evidence from previous research suggests that the distribution of tense and 
aspect morphology of the target language is influenced by the lexical aspect
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introduced by the Vendler framework (Andersen, 1991, Andersen & Shirai, 1995). 
Bardovi-Harlig & Reynold (1995) investigated the acquisition of past tense in a 
cross-sectional study of 182 ESL learners at six levels of language experience. The 
results showed that the lexical aspect determines the distribution of verbal 
morphology. More specifically, it was found that the lexical aspect influences the 
sequence of the acquisition of simple past tense. That is, learners even at low levels 
of proficiency use simple past appropriately with accomplishment and achievement 
verbs. Based on the findings of relevant research Bardovi-Harlig (1999b) (citing 
Shirai, 1991 and Andersen & Shirai, 1996) modifies the aspect hypothesis and 
presents it as:
1. Learners first use (perfective) past marking on achievements and 
accomplishments, eventually extending use to activities and statives.
2. In languages that encode the perfective/imperfective distinction, 
imperfective past appears later than perfective past, and imperfect past 
marking begins with statives, extending next to activities, then to 
accomplishments, and finally to achievements.
3. In languages that have a progressive aspect, progressive marking begins 
with activities and then extends to accomplishments and achievements.
4. Progressive markings are not incorrectly overextended to statives. (p. 
359)
In addition to the influence of the lexical aspect, some other studies 
investigated the expressions of temporality embedded in discourse. The studies 
examine the relationship between the use of verbal morphology and the groimding of 
the narrative. The studies on discourse investigated various types of interlanguage
narrative tasks: written or oral, spontaneous or prompted. Bardovi-Harlig (1999b) 
states that "Research into interlanguage narratives has shown that tense-aspect 
morphology exhibits differential distribution by groimding" (p. 366). Accordingly, 
regarding foreground and backgroimd structures of a narrative discourse, researchers, 
in investigating the role o f the function of a form in discourse organization, 
attempted to identify how learners express temporality, that is which temporal 
expressions learners use and where they use those expressions in narratives. The 
results of the studies revealed the greater use of past {simple past, past progressive, 
past perfect, and past modal could + verb) in the foreground than in the background 
and nonpast {base forms o f verbs, present tense, present modal can + verb, and 
present perfect) as the dominant form in the background (Bardovi-Harlig, 1992).
(see also Bardovi-Harlig, 1992, Bardovi-Harlig, 1995, Riddle, 1986, and Véronique, 
1987) Bardovi-Harlig (1999b) thinks that "the functional simplicity o f the 
foreground and the multiple functions of the backgroimd" account for the 
interlanguage distribution of tense and aspect in learners (p. 367). Right along with 
this Bardovi-Harlig (1992) suggests that learners should abandon relying on 
primarily tense and aspect markers to distinguish foreground from background. 
Bardovi-Harlig (1999b) points out that "level of proficiency clearly emerges as a 
likely factor in the distribution of verbal morphology relative to grounding" (p. 367). 
Yet, "the roles loaded on tenses and aspects by a learner demonstrates the learner's 
discourse competence in the target language with regard to the learner level of 
language experience" (Shaw, 1992, p. 18).
Transfer from the mother tongue has a strong impact on learners' preferences 
of tense and aspect in narrative discourse as well. Salaberry (1997) reports the
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results of a study on the psycholinguistic process of morphosyntactic development in 
Spanish among college-level students with English as the mother tongue. The results 
show that "marked values of aspect [lexical aspect] differ from the native Spanish 
system reflecting discourse representation differences between native and nonnative 
speakers" and "native speakers prefer to retell the movies in present tense, whereas 
nonnative speakers fevor past tense."
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Meaning-oriented studies.
The meaning-oriented studies examine the role of time adverbials, discourse 
organization and morphology that learners use in expressing temporality. The 
acquisition o f past tense was essentially investigated in these studies. Bardovi-Harlig 
(1999b) states that "the expression of temporality exhibits a sequence from pragmatic 
to lexical to grammatical devices" (p. 349). Research on tense and aspect in second 
language acquisition conclude that in the early stages of language development 
learners favor discoursal principles in narration to express temporality over other 
linguistic devices such as verbal morphology (Andersen & Shirai, 1994, Bardovi- 
Harlig, 1999b, Miesel, 1987, Schumann, 1987). Miesel (1987) attempted to describe 
the development of German as a second language by adult immigrants through 
focusing on syntactic and morphological aspects. In his study he investigated how 
learners made use of various devices to refer to events which occurred prior to the 
time of the utterance. The results of the study revealed that learners primarily rely on 
pragmatic means such as following a chronological order or contrasting events and 
adverbials (e.g. yesterday, after, before) and connectives (e.g. because, and, but, so).
In time, as learners had more exposure to the target language, they started using
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verbal morphology to refer to events that occurred in the past. Miesel (1987) 
interprets this empirical evidence as "these [pragmatic and lexical means] are never 
really abandoned, b u t... their relative importance decreases" (p. 221). This is 
parallel to how Andersen & Shirai (1994) interpret the acquisition of verbal 
morphology with respect to the Relevance Principle which "guides learners to look 
for morphological marking relevant to the meaning of the verb," the Congruence 
Principle which "guides learners to associate verb morphology with verb types most 
congruent with the aspectual meaning of the verbal inflection," and the One to One 
Principle which "causes learners to expect each newly discovered form to have one 
and only one meaning, function, and distribution" (p. 151). According to Andersen 
& Shirai (1994) as learners enhance their linguistic repertoire, "they elaborate on this 
framework rather than abandoning it" (p. 153).
As for the use of tense morphology, Schumann (1987) says that "in standard 
language, verb morphology interacts with, supports, and often duplicates work done 
by pragmatic devices in expressing temporality" (p. 38). Bardovi-Harlig (1999b) 
states that "Production and processing studies agree on the importance of cues, 
lexical before morphological and on the fact that lower-level learners rely more on 
adverbials than do advanced learners" (p. 351). In investigating the effects of lexical 
and grammatical cues on processing past temporal reference in input Lee, Cadierno, 
Glass & VanPatten (1997) conducted a study in which learners of Spanish from three 
levels of language experience were assessed on the basis of a free recall task and a 
tense identification test after listening to two narratives: one with target sentences 
which contained adverbs and verb inflection and another narrative with verb 
inflection only. The researchers reported that "Learners aligned attention on the
lexical cues and better utilized them to reconstruct propositional content. The 
grammatical cues obviously received some attention but were not as useful in 
reconstructing propositional content" (p. 15). In addition, it is stated that although 
lexical cues (time adverbials) improve the reconstruction of meaning they do not 
significantly help learners label the tenses. Bardovi-Harlig (1999b) points out that 
"As the use of tense morphology increases, the functional load of the adverbials 
decreases" (p. 351). That is to say, the more learners' mastery of the particular verbal 
morphology improves, the less will learners rely on time adverbials in efforts to 
explain temporality.
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Conclusion
In this chapter I have reviewed the controversial definitions of tense. In order 
to establish that we must take an indirect approach to finding out what language 
learners know about tenses. The research on interlanguage focuses in part on 
whether the progress through interlanguage is predictable or unpredictable. The 
position taken in this thesis is that the progress in interlanguage continuum is both 
predictable and variable. There has been previous research on the acquisition of 
tense by various groups of language learners such as child and adult second or 
foreign language learners. This study is built on previous research with a focus on 
the acquisition of English tense by Turkish learners of English.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
Introduction
This quantitative study focuses on the comparison between American native 
speakers' and Turkish nonnative speakers' abilities in matching particular time 
references with particular English tenses. It aims at identifying at which level of 
language experience Turkish speakers' propositional content driven from particular 
English sentences independent of context and lexical cues approximate that of native 
speakers'.
Participants
The data base for the analysis consists of two groups of participants. One 
group is American native speakers, the other group is Turkish speakers of English 
from three different levels of language experience. As a summary, the following 
figure shows the divisions among the groups:
Table 1.
Participants
Native speakers Nonnative speakers
Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4
(G l) (G3) (G3) (G4)
Americans Preparatory
students
Sophmores Seniors
(n: 13) (n: 36) (n: 27) (n: 20)
In order to facilitate data collection procedures participants who were easily 
accessed were selected. Group 1 consists of 13 Americans. All the American
teachers except for English language teachers at George C. Marshal School in 
Ankara were included in the study. The second group of participants was selected 
with regard to their current stage of learning and use of English language. All 
participants in this group are enrolled at Bilkent University. Bilkent University is an 
English medium university so when a student is enrolled at Bilkent University the 
student is given a criterion referenced placement test in which their reading, writing, 
and listening skills and the use of English language grammar are tested. Students 
who fail this test are placed in 'foundation' level, that is 'zero' level preparatory 
classes. These students start from foundation courses and go through 'intermediate', 
'upper intermediate' and 'prefaculty' courses respectively. Each level course lasts 15 
weeks and at the end of each term students are given tests called "End of Course 
Assessment." Students who score over 60 are allowed to go on to the next course. 
'Prefaculty' is the highest level. At the end of'prefaculty' students are given another 
test called "Competence of Proficiency." Students who score over 70 are allowed to 
pursue their studies in their departments. In this study, 36 prefaculty students are 
included as Group 2. They are considered to be the least experienced group.
Group 3 consists of 27 sophomore students currently studying in the 
Department of American Language and Literature. These sophomore students no 
longer study English language but they are using English in pursuing their studies in 
their departments. Therefore the criteria for selection of this group is solely based on 
the class enrollment criteria employed by Bilkent University. Their present positions 
in their departments are evidence of their experience in English language. Hence 
these students are included in the study as experienced nonnative speakers.
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Group 4 consists of 20 senior students from the same department. These 
students, too, are selected on the basis o f class enrollment criteria of Bilkent 
University. This group is included in the study as highly experienced nonnative 
speakers having regard to their achievements in their departments and their language 
experience as well. In this study a substantial discrepancy in terms of English 
language experience and duration of English language training is desired between the 
groups in order to render maximum control. Normative speakers from three different 
levels o f language experience are used in order to determine whether a 
developmental pattern would emerge.
Materials
The source of data in this study is adapted from a questionnaire used in a 
related study by Hinkel (1992). In the questionnaire there are four sentences for each 
of these English tenses below:
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1. Present simple 5.
2. Present perfect 6.
3. Past simple 7.
4. Past perfect 8.
In this questionnaire, fiiture tenses are excluded. This is in part due to the 
contradictory attitudes towards future tenses. In almost all grammar books (Azar, 
1981, Celcia-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1983) grammatical constructions linked to 
lexical verbs are considered as future tenses. However, in the linguistic sense, since
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future is rendered by means of auxiliaries and modals (Quirk & GreenBaum, 1973, p. 
47) and is not morphologically marked, fiiture is better considered a time, not a tense 
in English. In part for the sake of simplicity and specificity only 8 English tenses 
listed above are included in the questionnaire. In total there are 32 sentences. 
Hinkel's original questionnaire (1992) controlled the semantics of the sentences so 
that they were made imiform in terms of grammatical gender, animacy, and number. 
The choice of sentences reflects consideration so as to preclude ambiguity and 
confusion. Given that lexical aspect is an inherent temporal component of verbs 
(Bardovi-Harlig & Reynolds, 1995), only the three verbs walk, talk, and visit, so 
called activity verbs according to the Vendler's categories are used in the sentences. 
These verbs do not have momentary or durational meanings as in, respectively,
'blink' or 'love' (Hinkel, 1992). In Hinkel's questionnaire the explicit time marker 
'before' was used to motivate past perfect tenses. The presence of'before' is a lexical 
cue which is likely to improve participants' interpretation of the sentence (Lee, 
Cadiemo, Glass, & VanPatten, 1997) because all the other sentence rely on 
morphological cues alone. Therefore time clauses with explicit time markers were 
excluded. The absence of temporal lexical cues requires native-like ability to 
provide hypothetical contexts and lexical cues to clarify and disambiguate the bald, 
bare sentences given in the questionnaire. Hence, Hinkel's questionnaire was revised 
to force most native-like responses. The range of vocabulary items used in the 
sentences is limited to "100 high-frequency words" (Hinkel, 1992, p. 562).
The participants were asked to respond to two multiple choice selections in 
which they were allowed and explicitly instructed to choose as many answers as they 
wished. The first multiple choice selection required students to match the most
appropriate time reference(s) with the given sentence. The second selection required 
students to match the most appropriate aspectual reference(s) with the given 
sentence. The perfective aspect was not included among the options for aspect 
considering that learners are not taught labeling of aspectual classes separately. The 
teaching of aspectual classes is embedded in the teaching of form-meaning-iunction 
associations of tenses. All the multiple-choice items were chosen from a very widely 
used intermediate/advanced ESL grammar book (Azar, 1989) which is quite familiar 
to Bilkent University students. All 32 sentences have the same multiple choice 
options. A sample of this questionnaire is as follows:
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1. Bob is talking to his brother.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment 
of speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
The questionnaires are given in the Appendix.
Procedures
In order to collect data for my study I relied on three different sources. The 
principal of George C. Marshal School allowed access to American participants 
appropriate for the purpose of the study, namely Group 1. In April I submitted the 
questionnaires and letters of consent to the principal. He distributed the 
questionnaires to the participants in person, collected them back and sent them back
to me. Although responding to the questionnaire takes at most 20 minutes for native 
speakers, handing out the questionnaires and collecting them took ten days.
Secondly, I applied to Bilkent University School of English for 30 students currently 
studying in the most advanced level, the prefeculty level. The director arranged for 
access to the appropriate group of participants, namely Group 2. On April 20, 20001 
administered the questionnaires during class hours. Lastly I applied for doing my 
study in the Department of American Language and Literature at Bilkent University. 
After I got permission, I contacted three of the teachers who agreed to allocate their 
class hours for the administration of this questionnaire. On April 27, 20001 
administered the questionnaires to Group 3 and Group 4 during class hours.
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Data Analysis
The data was analyzed in terms of both statistical and percentage analysis. 
One way analysis of variance was conducted to see whether there are any significant 
differences between American native speakers (G 1) and the Tmldsh speaker groups 
(G 2, G 3, and G 4). In order to explain the patterns of variation the data were 
compiled for each group for four sentences for each of the eight tenses. Then, the 
fi-equency of each temporal and aspectual reference item was calculated in terms of 
the proportion of the amount of selected choices for each multiple-choice. The 
results were converted to percentages. American native speaker (G 1) values were 
compared to the Turkish speaker groups (G 2, G 3, and G 4).
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CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSIS
Introduction
This cross-sectional study compared the abilities of American native speakers 
of English and Turkish learners of English as a Foreign Language in matching 
particular temporal and aspectual references with particular English tenses. The 
source of data was a questionnaire adapted from Hinkel (1992) who developed and 
used it for similar purposes. This questionnaire was revised to serve the specific 
purposes of the present study. In the 32 question multiple-choice questionnaire the 
participants were asked to match the most appropriate temporal and aspectual 
references with the given sentences. This chapter first describes how the data was 
processed and displays the processed data. Secondly, data analysis is conducted and 
the findings of the analysis are discussed.
Data Presentation
All the participants were asked to respond to two multiple-choice selections 
in the questionnaire. The participants were allowed to choose as many multiple- 
choice items as they wished. Nonetheless, the majority of the responses to each 
multiple-choice selection favored making only one choice. The following figure 
shows how frequently the participants made more than one choice in each of the 
multiple-choice selections for temporal and aspectual references in percentages.
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The frequency of more-than-one-choices in the questionnaire
Table 2.
G 1 G 2 G 3 G 4
Temporal references 4% 13% 14% 12%
Aspectual references 1% 2% 7% 6%
Note. G I = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English.
The low percentages illustrate that the participants did not make multiple choices, 
especially the Americans. It is also probable that participants consider any kind of 
questionnaire as a traditional test, but this possibility will be discussed in Chapter 5.
The data analysis in this study was conducted in two different ways. First the 
statistical analysis of differences between American native speakers (G 1) and the 
Turkish speaker groups (G 2, G 3, and G 4) was performed using a one way analysis 
of variance (ANOVA). However, inferential statistics are not particularly revealing 
because the participants in each group are few in number. Therefore, in order to 
explain the patterns of variation, which remain obscure in the results of analysis of 
variance (ANOVA), I preferred analyzing the data by means of percentages as well. 
The percentages presented in the tables which indicate the frequency of each choice 
for each group display the more detailed but less generalizable information about 
performances of the participants on this questionnaire. In order to render ANOVA to 
see whether there is any statistical significance between the four groups the data 
pertaining to the American native speakers for each tense were compiled and 
converted to percentages which reflected the distribution o f the frequencies of 
preferred choices. As explained in the previous chapter, the baseline for the
comparison is the American native speakers' responses. Thus, a scoring system on 
the basis of native speaker (G 1) responses was developed. Each sentence on the 
questionnaire was assigned 10 points. According to the frequency of preferred 
choices, 10 points were distributed among the multiple choices in all. For example, 
the total number of temporal choices that the American speakers made for four of the 
sentences in simple present tense is, let's say, 20. Of 20 selected choices, 8 are "right 
now/at the moment of speaking," 6 are "in the present," and 6 are "I don't know." 
Then the weight of each choice is calculated according to its proportion to the total 
amount of selected choices. In this example, the value of each temporal reference for 
simple present tense is as follows: "right now/at the moment of speaking" is 4 points, 
"in the present" is 3 points, "in the past" is 0 point, "before another past event" is 0 
point, and "I don't know" is 3 points. Thus, if a Turkish respondent selects only 
"right now/at the moment of speaking," he gets 4 points, if he selects "right now/at 
the moment of speaking" and "in the present," he gets 7 points for this question. In 
terms of this scoring system each Turkish speaker questionnaire was given scores. 
Then, ANOVA was conducted. The results of ANOVA revealed some statistically 
significant (p< .05) differences among the participant groups. Table 1 and Table 2 
display the overall results of ANOVA.
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Significant differences (p< .05) between the participant groups in tense choices 
t1 T2 t1 T4 T5 T6 T7 T 8
~ G \ - G 2  '
G 1-G3
G 1 - G 4  * *
G 2 - G 3
G 2 - G 4
G 3 - G 4
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English, T 1= present simple, T 2 = present progressive, T 3= present pCTfect, T 4= present perfect 
progressive, T 5= past simple, T 6= past progressive, T 7= past perfect, T 8= past perfect progressive.
Table 3.
Table 4.
Significant differences (p< .05) between the participant groups in aspect choices
f l  T 2 t 1  T 4  T5 T 6 T i  F s ”
_ _ _ _ _  _
G 1 - G 3  * * *
G 1 - G 4  * * *
G2 - G3 *  * * * * * *
G 2 - G 4  * * * * * * * *
G 3 - G 4
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English, T 1= present simple, T 2 = present progressive, T 3= present perfect, T 4= present perfect 
progressive, T 5= past simple, T 6= past progressive, T 7= past perfect, T 8= past perfect progressive.
Table 3 and Table 4 show a statistically significant difference (p< .05) 
between G 1 and G 4 only in terms of matching temporal references for present 
progressive (T 1) and present perfect (T 3) tenses. As for matching aspectual 
references, G 1 and G 2 showed a statistically significant difference in labeling 
present simple tense (T 1). G 1 and G 3 differed significantly in labeling present 
simple (T 1), past progressive (T 6), and past perfect progressive (T 8). There was 
also a significant difference between G 1 and G 4 in labeling present perfect 
progressive tense (T 4). G 2 differed significantly from G 3 in labeling all the tenses 
except for present perfect progressive tense (T 4) by means of aspectual classes. G 2 
and G 4 differed significantly in labeling all the tenses. See Data Analysis Section 
for a full discussion of the interpretation of these data as they apply to my 
hypotheses. It is clear that these data do not support an assumption of progressive 
stages among the groups.
In order to look at the data from another perspective, I used a different 
calculation method, namely percentage analysis. In organizing the data for 
percentage analysis, first I compiled the data for each group for each sentence. As I 
mentioned in the previous chapter there were four sentences for each of the 8 English 
tenses: present simple, present progressive, present perfect, present perfect 
progressive, past simple, past progressive, past perfect, past perfect progressive. The 
data for four sentences for each of these tenses were complied for each group. In 
order to find the distribution of preferred choices associated with particular temporal 
and aspectual references the amount of each selected choice for each multiple-choice 
item was found. Thus, the frequency of each temporal and aspectual reference item 
was calculated in terms of the proportion of the amount of selected choices for each
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multiple-choice. The results were converted to percentages. For example, the total 
number of temporal choices all the respondents in G 2 (the least experienced) made 
for simple present tense questions is, let's say, 50. Of 50 selected choices, 10 are 
"right now/at the moment of speaking," 35 are "in the present," and 5 are "I don't 
know." Then these are converted to percentages. Thus, in this example, 20% of the 
temporal choices for simple present tense questions were "right now/at the moment 
of speaking," 70% were "in the present," and 10% were "1 don't know." None of the 
respondents in G 2 selected "in the past" and "before another past event."
The following two sections present the analysis of tense choices and aspect 
choices respectively. The data for each of the eight tenses are presented in tables. 
The order of presentation of tables follows a sequence. The tables which display the 
greatest similarity between the native speaker responses and Turkish nonnative 
speaker responses are presented first.
Tense Choices
Table 5 presents the frequency of preferred temporal references for present 
simple tense in percentages of all respondents by groups. Present simple tense 
questions were numbers 2, 7, 18, and 23 on the questionnaire.
43
Table 5.
Present Simple Tense Temporal Choices
G 1 G 2 G 3 G 4
Right now/at the moment of speaking 17 9 13 15
In the present 83 86 86 79
In the past - 1 1 -
Before another past event - - - 6
I do not know - 3 3 2
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English.
Table 6 gives the spread of temporal references for present progressive tense 
in percentages. Present progressive tense questions were numbers 1, 8,17, and 24 on 
the questionnaire.
Table 6.
Present Progressive Tense Temporal Choices
G 1 G 2 G3 G 4
Right now/at the moment of speaking 74 78 75 82
In the present 26 22 25 16
In the past - - - -
Before another past event - - - 1
I do not know - - - 1
Note. G  1 = American native speakers o f English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of
English.
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In Table 5 and Table 6 native speaker variability is reflected over Turkish 
speakers. All the groups with few exceptions consider the temporal marker "in the 
present" as the primarily most descriptive and "right now/at the moment of speaking" 
as the secondary descriptive time reference for present simple tense at close to the 
same frequency. As for present progressive tense, all the groups cluster around "right 
now/at the moment of speaking" and "in the present" respectively. G 4 (the most 
experienced) is the single group who favored "before another past event" (6%) 
together with the other most preferred choices for present simple tense. In Table 6 
G 4 has one point for each of "before another past event" and "I don't know" choices 
while none of the respondents in the other groups favor any choices other than "right 
now/at the moment of speaking" and "in the present." G 4 is also the most distant 
from G 1 in its choices. In both of the tables the most distant group from the baseline 
is therefore G 4 (most experienced).
Table 7 gives the spread of choices of all groups for past simple tense. Past 
simple tense questions were numbers 3, 13, 19, and 28 on the questionnaire.
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Table 7.
Past Simple Tense Temporal Choices
G 1 G2 G3 G 4
Right now/at the moment of speaking 2 - - 1
In the present 6 - 5 -
In the past 87 98 91 83
Before another past event 6 2 4 16
I do not know - - 1 -
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English.
Table 8 shows the spread of choices of across all groups for past progressive 
tense. Past progressive tense questions were numbers 5, 16,21, and 32 on the 
questionnaire.
Table 8.
Past Progressive Tense Temporal Choices
G 1 G 2 G3 G 4
Right now/at the moment of speaking 14 1 3 1
In the present - 2 7 2
In the past 77 91 74 78
Before another past event 9 7 15 19
I do not know - 1 2 -
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of
English; G 3 = experioiced Turkish speako's of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of
English.
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As far as the most preferred choices are considered for simple past and past 
progressive respectively, Turkish speaker responses are similar to that of native 
speakers but not as close as in the previous two tables. All the groups prefer 'in the 
past" as the most descriptive marker of past simple. It appears that native speakers 
show a tendency to associate the other time markers with past simple whereas 
nonnative speakers do not. G 4 shows the greatest dissimilarity with the native 
speakers in that a relatively higher frequency of "before another past event" (16%) is 
seen for past simple. G 3 and G 4 approximate native speakers in choosing "in the 
past" as the most preferred choice for past progressive, while G 2 shows a noticeably 
higher frequency for this choice. Native speakers prefer "right now/at the moment of 
speaking" as the secondary descriptive marker of past progressive (14%) whereas G 
3 and G 4 favor "before another past event" for this position (15% and 19%, 
respectively).
Table 9 shows the frequency of preferred temporal references for present 
perfect tense in percentages by all groups. Tense questions were numbers 6, 11, 22, 
and 27 on the questionnaire.
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Table 9.
Present Perfect Tense Temporal Choices
G 1 G2 G3 G 4
Right now/at the moment of speaking - - 8 3
In the present 4 33 18 26
In the past 66 56 50 23
Before another past event 31 11 15 48
I do not know _ 10
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speak^s of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English.
Table 10 shows the frequency of preferred temporal references for present 
perfect progressive tense in percentages by all groups. Present perfect progressive 
tense questions were numbers 9, 12,25, and 29 on the questioimaire.
Table 10.
Present Perfect Progressive Tense Temporal Choices
G1 G2 G3 G 4
Right now/at the moment of speaking 30 16 18 19
In the present 46 42 37 43
In the past 14 30 25 19
Before another past event 9 9 11 20
I do not know - 3 9 -
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of
English; G 3 = experiaiced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of
English.
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Table 9 and Table 10 show similarity between native speaker and Turkish 
speaker responses when the most frequent temporal reference is considered. All the 
groups select "in the past" for present perfect tense, and "in the present" for present 
perfect progressive tense. The only exception is G 4 who selects "before another 
past event" as the most frequent temporal reference for present perfect tense. In 
present perfect tense selections the native speaker variability distributes in a 
hierarchical order "in the past" (66%) then "before another past event" (31%) 
followed by a distant "in the present" (4%). The distribution of Turkish learners' 
responses demonstrates rather a different pattern of variability than that of the native 
speakers for all groups. G 2 (56%) and G 3 (50%) are similar to G 1 (66%) in terms 
marking "in the present" as the most descriptive temporal reference for present 
perfect tense whereas G 4 prefers "before another past event" for this position (48%). 
Additionally the least preferred option by native speakers; "in the present" displays a 
relatively higher frequency in Turkish speakers who label "in the present" as the 
secondary descriptive temporal marker of present perfect tense. No group closely 
approximates the native speaker responses. In Table 10 the variability of distribution 
in the native speaker choices is reflected in the Turkish respondents' choices. 
However, the Turkish speaker distribution of choices demonstrates further variability 
within these groups. All the groups select "in the present" as the most frequent 
temporal reference for present perfect progressive. Native speakers (30%) consider 
"right now/at the moment of speaking" as the secondarily descriptive temporal 
reference for present perfect progressive tense whereas G 2 (30%) and G 3 (25%) 
favor "in the past" as for this position. G 4 gives almost equal weight to all the
temporal references as the secondary descriptive marker of present perfect 
progressive tense.
Table 11 shows the frequency of preferred temporal references for past 
perfect tense in percentages by all groups. Past perfect tense questions were numbers 
14, 15, 30, and 31 on the questionnaire.
Table 11.
Past Perfect Tense Temporal Choices
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G 1 G2 G3 G 4
Right now/at the moment of speaking 15 2 - -
In the present 15 1 2 -
In the past 55 45 52 50
Before another past event 15 52 44 50
I do not know - - 2 -
Note, G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English.
Table 12 shows the frequency of preferred temporal references for past 
perfect progressive tense in percentages by all groups. Past perfect progressive tense 
questions were numbers 4, 10,20, and 26 on the questionnaire.
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Table 12.
Past Perfect Progressive tense Temporal Choices
G 1 G2 G3 G 4
Right now/at the moment of speaking - 1 1 2
In the present 2 1 6 4
In the past 39 71 32 40
Before another past event 60 24 57 54
I do not know - 3 4 -
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English.
In past perfect tense temporal choices (Table 11) again we see a wide range of 
native speaker choices with the most preferred being "in the past." The spread is 
equal over the other three temporal references (15%). Turkish nonnative speaker 
responses cluster around "in the past" and "before another past event" with the 
frequency of "in the past" approximating that of the native speakers for G 3 and G 4. 
G 2 prefers "before another past event" over "in the past," contrary to the other three 
groups. The Turkish nonnative speakers prefer "before another past event" at about 
the same frequency rate as "in the past." In Table 12, choices in the past perfect 
progressive tense, native speakers consider "before another past event" as the 
primary and "in the past" as the secondary descriptive temporal reference for past 
perfect progressive tense. G 3 and G 4 exhibit a similar pattern of variability 
whereas G 2 considers "in the past" as the primary descriptive reference (71%), the 
native speakers' second preference (39%). In this table G 3 most closely 
approximates native speaker choices.
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Table 13 presents the frequency of preferred aspectual references for present 
simple tense in percentages of all respondents by groups. Present simple tense 
questions were numbers 2, 7, 18, and 23 on the questionnaire.
Table 13.
Present Simple Tense Aspectual Choices
Aspect Choices
G 1 G 2 G3 G 4
Progressive 11 14 29 33
Repetitive/habitual 74 75 55 51
None of the above 9 11 10 12
I do not know 7 - 6 4
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = expCTienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experiaiced Turkish speakers of 
English.
Table 14 presents the frequency of preferred temporal references for present 
perfect progressive tense in percentages of all respondents by groups. Present perfect 
progressive tense questions were numbers 9,12, 25, and 29 on the questionnaire.
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Table 14.
Present Perfect Progressive Tense Aspectual Choices
G 1 G 2 G3 G 4
Progressive 66 67 60 46
Repetitive/habitual 9 11 12 15
None of the above 13 15 15 31
I do not know 13 7 12 9
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakCTS of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English.
Table 13 and Table 14 exhibit a similar pattern of variability across 
frequencies by all groups. That is, the ranking of the frequencies of native speaker 
choices is quite similar to that of Turkish speakers. "Repetitive" is the most favored 
choice for present simple tense by all groups. G 2 at 75% most nearly approximates 
the native speakers at 74%. G 3 (55%) and G 4 (51%) demonstrate a similar pattern 
of spread to each other and both are fairly distant from the native speakers. G 2 
(14%) recognizes the progressive meaning possible for present simple at a rate 
comparable to native speakers (11%), while G 3 (29%) and G4 (33%) choose 
progressive with much higher frequencies. "None of the above" shows similar 
distribution across all groups. In Table 14 the most preferred choice by all groups is 
"progressive," but all groups choose all four options. The variability pattern of 
native speaker responses is reflected in the Turkish nonnative speakers' choices. G 1, 
G 2, and G 3 show similar pattern of variation to G I's however, G 4's spread of 
choices is different than the other groups, and noticeably different from G 1.
Table 15 presents the frequency of preferred temporal references for past 
simple tense in percentages of all respondents by groups. Past simple tense questions 
were numbers 3,13, 19, and 28 on the questioimaire.
Table 15.
Past Simple Tense Aspectual Choices
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Group1 Group2 Group3 Group4
Progressive 8 4 10 25
Repetitive/habitual 12 1 12 4
None of the above 69 89 59 66
I do not know 12 7 18 6
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English.
Table 16 presents the frequency of preferred temporal references for past 
progressive tense in percentages of all respondents by groups. Past progressive tense 
questions were numbers 5, 16, 21, and 32 on the questionnaire.
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Table 16.
Past Progressive Tense Aspectual Choices
G 1 G 2 G3 G 4
Progressive 61 69 38 51
Repetitive/habitual 11 8 14 14
None of the above 16 19 31 27
I do not know 13 5 17 8
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English.
Table 17 presents the frequency of preferred temporal references for past 
perfect progressive tense in percentages of all respondents by groups. Past perfect 
progressive tense questions were numbers 4, 10, 20, and 26 on the questionnaire. 
Table 17.
Past Perfect Progressive Tense Aspectual Choices
G 1 G2 G3 G 4
Progressive 46 59 32 36
Repetitive/habitual 14 4 22 16
None of the above 24 30 28 36
I do not know 17 8 18 12
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English.
Tables 15, 16, and 17 show that the first two most preferred choices for past 
simple, past progressive, and past perfect progressive tenses, respectively, across all
the groups are the same. The only exceptional case is where G 4 recognizes 
"progressive" meaning possible for past simple at the second highest frequency 
whereas other groups select "I don't know" at the second highest frequency. The 
distribution of the frequencies of choices follows a similar sequence in all groups but 
preferred choices demonstrate widely different frequencies across all the groups. In 
Table 15, "None of the above" is the most preferred choice for past simple by all 
groups and by a large margin. The spread of choices of G 3 and G 4 is similar to that 
of the native speakers. G 2 exhibits the most distant variability of responses to the 
native speaker responses. In Table 16, "Progressive" is the most preferred choice for 
past progressive by all groups, but at widely different frequencies. Overall, G 2 is 
the most approximate group to the native speakers. G 3 and G 4 show a similar 
pattern of variability of choices to each other, which is rather different than that of 
the native speakers. In Table 16, all the groups demonstrate rather different patterns 
of variability. Overall, G 4 most closely approximates the native speaker responses. 
Yet, the spread of the choices is quite variable and patterns are hard to discern.
Table 18 presents the frequency of preferred temporal references for present 
progressive tense in percentages of all respondents by groups. Present progressive 
tense questions were numbers 1,8, 17, and 24 on the questionnaire.
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Table 18.
Present Progressive Tense Aspectual Choices
G 1 G 2 G3 G 4
Progressive 72 84 62 54
Repetitive/habitual 2 6 22 26
None of the above 15 6 8 18
I do not know 11 4 8 3
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English.
Table 19 gives the frequency of preferred aspectual references for present 
perfect tense in percentages of all groups. Present perfect tense questions were 
numbers 6, 11, 22, and 27 on the questionnaire.
Table 19.
Present Perfect Tense Aspectual Choices
G 1 G 2 G3 G 4
Progressive 19 13 13 25
Repetitive/habitual 26 6 11 9
None of the above 44 70 48 47
I do not know 11 12 27 19
Note. G I = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experiaiced Turkish speakers of 
English.
Table 18 and Table 19 are common in that the highest frequency choices are 
the same in all groups. In Table 18 "progressive," in Table 19 "none of the above"
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are the most preferred choices by all groups. The native speaker responses for 
present progressive show quite a range of variability which is reflected in the 
responses of the Turkish nonnative speakers. However the proportion of variability 
is not the same across the groups. G 2 is the most approximate group to the native 
speakers with relatively closer frequency rates for "progressive" and 
"repetitive/habitual." G 3 and G 4 demonstrate rather a similar spread which is 
different than that of the native speakers with a much higher preference for 
"repetitive/habitual" than G 1. For present perfect tense all options are chosen by all 
groups and all the groups exhibit similarity in terms of the most frequent choices 
except that G 2 shows a much higher preference (70%) for the most frequent choice, 
namely "none of the above." The proportion of spread over the other choices varies 
across groups, with G 3 being most similar to G 1, the native speakers, if we look at 
all choices. If we exclude "none of the above" and "I don't know," none of the 
groups choose the other two options with a similar frequency distribution to the 
native speakers. Across all four choices G 3 and G 4 most nearly approximate G 1 
choices. G 2 demonstrates a rather different spread.
Table 20 presents the frequency of preferred temporal references for past 
perfect tense in percentages of all respondents by groups. Past perfect tense 
questions were numbers 14, 15, 30, and 31 on the questionnaire.
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Table 20.
Past Perfect Tense Aspectual Choices
G 1 G 2 G3 G 4
Progressive 3 4 3 24
Repetitive/habitual - 2 12 7
None of the above 44 85 65 53
I do not know 52 9 20 17
Note. G 1 = American native speakers of English; G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of 
English.
As Table 20 indicates, the most preferred choices for Gl, G 2, and G 3 are 
"none of the above” and "I don't know." G 4 chose "progressive" as second choice. 
If "I don't know" and "none of the above" are combined, the totals are: G 1= 96%, G 
2= 96%, G 3= 80%, and G 4= 90%. The spread of native speaker responses is not at 
all similar to that of the other groups. Almost half of the native speakers preferred "I 
don't know" option.
Data Analysis
The aim of this study was to find out whether Turkish learners from three 
different language experience levels demonstrate a development in approximating 
the native speaker responses in accord with their language experience level. This 
study hypothesizes significant differences between group comparison except G 1 
(native speakers) and G 4 (the most experienced group). However, the only 
significant difference found in tense is between G 1 (native speakers) and G 4 (the 
most experienced group) in present progressive and present perfect tenses. This is
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what this study did not expect to find. In aspect, G 1 (native speakers) and G 3 
(experienced) are significantly different, but in a limited number of aspects. G 2 is 
significantly different from G 3 and G 4, but not different from G 1. Hence, 
statistical analysis infer that G 2 (the least experienced) is most like G 1 (native 
speakers) which was not at all expected.
As for the results of percentage analysis, the following tables. Table 21 and 
Table 22 show the Turkish speaker groups approximate native speaker choices in 
tense and aspect selections, respectively.
Table 21.
Turkish nonnative speaker groups approximating native speaker tense choices
T 1 T 2 T3 T 4 T5 T 6 T 7  T 8
G 2 * *
G3 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
G 4 * ♦ ♦  ♦
Note. G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of English, T 1= present simple, T 2 = present 
progressive, T 3= present perfect, T 4= present perfect progressive, T 5= past simple, T 6= past 
progressive, T 7= past perfect, T 8= past perfect progressive.
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Table 22.
Turkish nonnative speaker groups approximating native speaker aspect choices
T 1 T 2 T3 T 4 T5 T 6 T 7  T 8
G2 He He He
G3 * He He
G 4 He He He
Note. G 2 = least experienced Turkish speakers of English; G 3 = experienced Turkish speakers of 
English; G 4 = most experienced Turkish speakers of English, T 1= present simple, T 2 = present 
progressive, T 3= present perfect, T 4= present perfect progressive, T 5= past simple, T 6= past 
progressive, T 7= past perfect, T 8= past perfect progressive.
These tables display approximate, subjective overall pattern judgements with 
regard to frequency of choice distributions with G 1 (American native speakers). G 4 
(the most experienced group) appears to approximate in more tense than G 2 (the 
least experienced group), but not G 3 (experienced group). The aspect patterns do 
not give any evidence for suggesting any pattern of Turkish speaker groups 
approximating the native speakers, especially when we see that in most tenses "none 
of the above" and "I don't know" are selected at a fairly high frequency.
In the percentage analysis, the percentages of the frequency of preferred 
choices in general reflect that native speakers of English demonstrate variability in 
matching particular English temporal and aspectual references with English 
sentences. The variability of native speaker responses is reflected in Turkish learner 
responses but the spread of choices differed across Turkish learner groups. In some 
cases the most experienced group was the most distant from the baseline (e. g. Tables 
5, 6, 9, 11,14, and 18), that is they were most different in their choices from the 
native speakers. In other cases G 2 was most distant (e .g. Tables 7, 8, 12, 17, and 
19). In yet other cases, G 3 was most distant (e. g. Tables 10, 13,15, and 18). In
61
sum, the percentage analysis infer that G 2 (the least experienced) most nearly 
approximates G 1 (native speakers).
The integration of the objective analysis of variance and the subjective 
percentage analysis indicate that G 2 (the least experienced) is the most approximate 
group to the native speakers. The implications of these results will be discussed in 
Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION
Introduction
This study investigated the abilities of Turkish normative speakers of English 
with different levels of language experience to show native-like semantic and 
pragmatic knowledge in terms of labeling particular English tenses by means of 
particular temporal and aspectual references. In this study American native speakers 
and Turkish learners of English as a Foreign Language were compared with regard to 
their abilities in matching particular temporal and aspectual references with 
particular English tenses. The baseline for comparison was not prescriptive 
grammatical knowledge found in pedagogical grammar books. Rather, Turkish 
learners of English were assessed on the basis of American native speakers' 
responses.
Four groups of participants comprised the database for this study. One group 
was American native speakers, the other three groups were Turkish nonnative 
speakers of English enrolled at Bilkent University. All the participants were given a 
questionnaire in which they were to match particular temporal and aspectual 
references with decontextualized sentences. The major aim of the study was to find 
out which tenses Turkish learners of English at different levels of language 
experience most nearly approximate native speakers.
Results and Discussion
Given that the research question "Which tenses do students demonstrate 
native-like knowledge at which levels of language experience?" is examined by
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testing the following two hypotheses, I should like to start with responding to the 
hypotheses of the study, respectively.
The first hypothesis states that the least experienced learners of English can 
name fewer tenses than other levels of learners by means of temporal and aspectual 
references. This hypothesis suggests that as learners get more experienced, they can 
label more tenses. The higher frequency of answers that are like G 1 (American 
native speakers) in this study is an indication of ability to perform this task most 
approximately to the native speakers. Therefore, it would be expected that G 2 (the 
least experienced) would have the lowest accuracy rate, G 3 (experienced) would 
have a higher accuracy rate, and G 4 (the most experienced) would have the highest 
using the G 1 (American native speakers) as baseline. This hypothesis is disproved 
because the findings reveal that G 2, G 3, and G 4 do not demonstrate an expected 
spread. In tense choices, all the Turkish nonnative groups closely approximated the 
native speakers except that G 4 (the most experienced) differed significantly in 
labeling present progressive and present perfect. In short, there is not a considerable 
differentiation among the participant groups in tense choice. In labeling aspect, G 4 
is statistically the most different group, contrary to the expectations. The statistical 
analysis did not reveal any pattern of differentiation. Nonetheless, the percentage 
analysis, subjectively, displays a great deal of variability in the aspect range but there 
is no evidence of a clear pattern of progression from G 2 (the least experienced) to G 
4 (the most experienced).
The second hypothesis states that as students gain more language experience, 
their knowledge of functions more nearly approximate native speaker choices. Here 
"function" is defined as being able to choose a range of possible uses for the
particular tenses involved in the questionnaire. This hypothesis was disproved as 
well in that there was a narrow range of choices for the native speakers and for the 
Turkish nonnative groups. The possible reasons why the respondents did not make 
more than one ehoice may result from the nature of the questionnaire and the nature 
of the administration of the questionnaire.
Furthermore, the data suggest that it is possible that the least experienced 
group (G 2) has the highest level of declarative knowledge. We must assume that the 
native speakers are operating out of automated cognitive processes. That is, native 
speakers have the highest level of procedural knowledge. The high eorrespondence 
between the native speakers (G 1) and the least experieneed respondents (G 2) 
suggest that the least experienced respondents can best utilize their eonscious explicit 
knowledge about the English tenses. Thus, the least experienced respondents (G 2) 
appear to demonstrate an approach to what the native speakers implicitly know about 
the English tenses. This is probably because of recent instruction which results in 
fresh declarative knowledge. The other two groups (G 3 and G 4) because they are 
not being instructed have less access to declarative knowledge with the most 
experienced group (G 4) having the least access to declarative knowledge. On the 
other hand, the most experienced group (G 4) has a greater awareness of the range of 
functions for each of the tense labels.
The data that show that the Turkish nonnative groups did not demonstrate an 
expected spread in both tense and aspect choices prove neither of the hypotheses. As 
a consequence, this finding supports the phenomenon of variability in the learning of 
tenses. Yet, the findings of the study cannot be considered as strong evidence for 
variability because it does not disprove a stable order.
64
Assessment of the study
The findings of this study could argue that second or foreign language 
learners absolutely demonstrate variability in the learning of tenses if and only if the 
study had no conceptual flaws. Nonetheless, as no study is conceptually beyond 
reproach, the findings must be interpreted in light of some limitations pertaining to 
this study.
The first limitation for the study could result from the nature of the 
instrument, namely the questionnaire. The issue of how much American native 
speakers know about labeling tenses, especially in terms of matching the aspectual 
references with the given particular sentences in the way that the questionnaire 
requires brings about a serious question about the baseline data. This, in effect, 
posits a potential problem for all the groups because in addition to Americans who 
do not formally study grammar to any great deal, Turkish learners of English, despite 
receiving intensive grammar instruction, are taught aspectual knowledge implicitly in 
the formal instruction of tenses. In tense choices, none of the native speakers 
selected "I don't know," strikingly, there is a fair amount of "I don't know" preference 
among the native speakers, even a higher level than the Turkish nonnative groups.
The fact reveals that the questionnaire needs to be revised to elicit aspectual 
knowledge of respondents in a different way.
The nature of the administration of the instrument is also apt to bring about 
some limitations to the study. In a more controlled setting (in terms of time, place 
and the participants who should be made aware of the requirements of answering the 
questionnaire in terms of instructions) the findings may be different than the present
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ones.
Another limitation might be the complexity of the functions. The systems 
operative in the marking of tenses such as lexical, syntactic-morphological, and 
pragmatic, can neither be controlled nor detected because they are a part of cognitive 
processes. The questionnaire was constructed to maximize the possibility for 
respondents to supply multiple contexts for the decontextualized sentences in the 
questionnaire. However, the respondents, especially the native speakers, seem not to 
have supplied multiple contexts because only two people supplied multiple contexts 
and the others supplied only one. The optimal study is a study in which all of the 
variables are controlled. Nonetheless, it may not be possible to ever construct such a 
study.
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Pedagogical Implications
The findings of the study are subject to potential limitations. For this reason, 
implications for language teaching classrooms are constrained by the limitations of 
the study. The only solid pedagogical implication is that teachers should take 
account of the fact that in formal language teaching contexts, learners are given 
instruction in groups. This implies that learners are treated as if they are 
fundamentally demonstrating a staged order in their interlanguage continuum. 
Regarding all the interplay of linguistic (e.g. influence of native language) and 
nonlinguistic (e. g. individual differences such as age, motivation, aptitude and the 
like) factors the practical result for classrooms is that learners may demonstrate 
idiosyncratic rates and routes as well.
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Implications for Further Research
Given the limitations of this study, this study can be replicated with the 
manipulation of the^e limitations. This study examined the aggregated data from 
four different groups. If a similar research is conducted in the future, the data for 
individual respondents can be analyzed. The distribution of individuals within each 
group may reveal interesting information about the characteristics of each group. 
Besides, analysis of individuals within each group may allow the researcher to refine 
the respondents according to the requirements of the study.
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APPENDIX A
Questionnaire
1. Bob is talking to his brother.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
2. John walks to school.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
3. The student talked to his friend about the new movie.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
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The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
4. The studeots had been talking to Bob.
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
The action is:
5. Peter was walkin2  quietly.
y The time o f the action is: y The action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of a) Progressive
speaking b) Repetitive/habitual
b) In the present c) None of the above
c) In the past d) I don't know.
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
6. Peter has walked to school.
The time o f the action is: / The action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of a) Progressive
speaking b) Repetitive/habitual
b) In the present c) None of the above
c) In the past d) I don't know.
d) Before another past event
I don't know.
7. John talks to his brother about his friends.
The time o f the action is: The action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of a) Progressive
speaking b) Repetitive/habitual
b) In the present c) None of the above
c) In the past d) I don't know.
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
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The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
8. Bob is walking to the movies.
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
The action is:
9. John has been talking to Bob on the phone.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
10. John had been visiting Bob.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
11. John has visited his brother at school.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
v' The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
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The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
12. Bob has been walking.
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
The action is:
13. Peter visited his brother in Hawaii.
^  The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
14. The student had visited Bob.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
15. John had talked to Peter.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
^  The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
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The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
16. John was talking to Bob.
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
The action is:
17. Bob is visiting his cousin.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
18. John talks to Peter.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
19. The student walked to school from the meeting.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
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The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
20. Peter had been walking quickly.
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
The action is:
21. John was talking quietly.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
22. Bob has talked to Peter.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
23. The student visits his brother at school.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
8 1
24. John is talkin2 to a friend.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
The action is:
25. Peter has been visiting his brother in Hawaii.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
'T The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
26. The student had been walking home.
The time o f the action is: The action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of a) Progressive
speaking b) Repetitive/habitual
b) In the present c) None of the above
c) In the past d) I don't know.
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
27. Bob has talked about his new school.
'T The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
'T The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
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28. John walked to the meeting.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
The action is:
29. Peter has been talking on the phone.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
^  The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
30. The student had talked to Bob.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
31. Bob had walked to school.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
32. Peter was visiting Bob.
The time o f the action is:
a) Right now/at the moment of 
speaking
b) In the present
c) In the past
d) Before another past event
e) I don't know.
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The action is:
a) Progressive
b) Repetitive/habitual
c) None of the above
d) I don't know.
